newsrelease (..... 


university 


CG 1455 de Maisonneuve Blvd. West Montreal, Quebec H3G 1M8 879-2867 
O 7141 Sherbrooke Street West Montreal, Quebec H4B1R6 482-0320 


February 28, 1975 
for release upon receipt 


PROFITS DISPLACE SAFETY, SAYS CONCORDIA PROF 

Industrial safety standards, according to Fred Knelman of Sir George's Centre for Interdisci- 
plinary Studies, depend not on actual hazards faced by workers but on the degree to which in- 
dustry feels it can take safety into account without cutting into profits. 


"Awareness among scientists of the hazards of uranium mining, for example, and how to minimize 


them, dates back to the 1930's," he says. "But that body of knowledge has been studiously 
ignored." 

The Concordia professor recently testified to that effect as an expert witness before an Ontario 
Royal commission investigating the excessive disease rate in the Elliot Lake uranium mines, 


owned by Rio Algom and Denison Mines. 


The Elliot Lake situation is as typical an example as any of prevailing attitudes, Knelman 
feels. 

In the early '70's, the Ontario Occupational Health and Safety Department conducted an investi- 
gation of health conditions there. The resulting Mueller Report revealed that death from lung 


cancer was occurring at five times the expected rate - "and it's probably worse than that," 


Knelman adds. 


"On top of that, there are 140 cases of a new disease which hasn't even been named yet. It 
seems to be unique to Elliot Lake. An no one is being compensated; the burden of proof in 


such cases is on the victim rather than the perpetrator of the hazards." 


The Ontario Mining Act places responsibility for health and safety in the mines not with the 
department of Health and Welfare but with the Minister of Energy, Mines and Resources. "This 
doesn't make sense," says Knelman. "There is an obvious built-in opposition between maximizing 


production in the mines and implementing safety measures. 


"What happened in this case is that the Minister of Mines, Leo Bernier, received the Mueller 
Report and proceeded to sit on it for a year. During that year there were no physical changes 
made to reduce incidents of disease. In fact the problem was compounded by the institution 


of a bonus system, which encourages the workers to take short-cuts and pay less attention to 


safety." 


Knelman adds that the findings of the report would probably still be unknown if not for the 
fact that they were somehow leaked to the press in 1972. 


Forced into action, Bernier established new, more stringent standards of safety in the Elliot 


Lake mines. According to him conditions are now "secure". 


Counters Knelman, "That's an outright lie. A good number of independent scientists are saying 


the new standards will cause a doubling of the lung cancer rate. 


"I have been paying special attention to the process by which standards are set," he contends. 


"They are based exclusively on economic considerations." 


He says that standards are as a rule far stricter in the United States, where there is less 


secrecy surrounding such matters. "There is more obligation for disclosure, more freedom of 


information in the States than in Canada." 


Knelman has worked for the past six months as an unpaid consultant for the Canadian branch of 
the United Steelworkers of America. It is in this capacity that he appeared before the Royal 


Commission. 
How much faith does he place in Royal Commissions in general? 


"This is my first appearance before a Commission. My understanding has always been that they 
are cosmetic, tokenistic bodies with minimum impact. But the union assures me this one will 
have more teeth to it. It seems to be exceptionally receptive. The case against the govern- 
ment is, after all, a strong one. There is a feeling of cover-up, of conspiracy. It could 


potentially lead to a major upset within the Davis government." 
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